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THE	GIRL	WITH	THE	FUR	COAT		Cameron	Scott	Steele,	M.A.			 	 	 University	of	Nebraska,	2016		Advisor:	Kwame	S.	Dawes				 THE	GIRL	WITH	THE	FUR	COAT	thesis	is	comprised	of	40	poems	and	a	five-page	introduction	that	examine	–	with	equal	parts	intimacy	and	distance	–	how	interior	and	exterior	violence	threatens	female	subjecthood,	as	well	as	how	girlhood	is	always	–	and	will	always	be	–	transforming	the	female	self.	The	thesis	produces	this	intimate-yet-distancing	effect	through	a	close	attention	to	the	(primarily	free-verse)	forms	of	the	individual	poems	and	how	those	forms	interact	with	the	poems’	subjects,	bodies,	Surrealist	moments	and	fabulist	imagery.	Also,	the	arrangement	of	the	poems	helps	to	create	a	sense	of	close,	disturbing	conversation	between	all	of	these	elements	in	an	effort	to	move	the	reader	past	a	sense	of	desensitization	on	the	one	hand	and	shock-value	entertainment	on	the	other	–	what	theorist	Geoffrey	Hartman	calls	the	by-products	of	narratives	that	privilege	the	real,	the	testimonial,	the	straightforward	confession.		The	poetry	is	informed	by	the	nearly	four	years	I	spent	as	investigative	reporter	in	the	Deep	South	as	well	my	own	histories	with	domestic	abuse	and	mental	illness.		As	a	result,	I	have	often	sought	disruption	with	my	poetry;	it	goes	part	and	parcel	with	my	own	lived	experiences	and	quest	for	critique,	urgency	and	truthfulness	in	the	poems	I	write.	Situated	next	to	an	introduction	that,	quite	straightforwardly,	tells	a	short	version	of	the	story	of	my	life	as	a	reporter,	a	survivor	of	sexual	assault,	and	suicide,	the	poems	provide	an	intertextual	look	at	trauma,	confession,	and	womanhood.		
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	i.	INTRODUCTION	
	 On	my	eighth	birthday,	my	father	sat	me	down	at	the	kitchen	table	one	Sunday	morning	before	church.			 “Premarital	sex	is	a	sin	against	God.	Just	read	the	Bible,”	he	told	me.	“If	your	mother	or	I	ever	find	out	you’ve	done	it,	we’ll	kick	you	out.”	Variations	on	this	conversation	occurred	between	us	every	year	until	I	was	18-years-old	and	moved	out	of	the	house	for	college.	He	scared	me,	and	I	rarely	spoke	against	him.			 I	had	been	masturbating	for	some	time	before	this	first	talk	ever	occurred.	I	remember	feeling	guilty	but	determined	to	still	make	myself	feel	good	–	masturbation	helped	with	my	nightmares;	it	helped	me	fall	asleep,	as	chronicled	in	the	poem	Dad,	though	truly	I	felt	more	trapped	in	a	body	I	didn’t	understand.	I	desired	to	become	animal,	I	imagined	it	as	a	way	to	be	free,	all	the	while	acknowledging	the	loss	of	my	girlhood	as	something	to	fear:			 	 	 Is	it	me	and	what	I	need:			 	 	 good	sleep,	a	stuffed	bear	from	childhood,		 	 	 the	other	dog	at	my	feet	like	a	stone,		 	 	 my	hands	deep	in	cotton	underwear,	rubbing.				 But	then,	at	10	years	old,	just	before	I	was	shipped	off	to	a	Center	Based	Gifted	program	45	minutes	away	from	my	normal	middle	school,	I	read	a	Lois	Lowry	book	before	bed	–	one	with	an	explicit	rape	scene.	Something	inside	me	flipped.	I	became	convinced	I	was	pregnant,	convinced	I	was	the	second	Virgin	Mary.	It	took	an	entire	summer	of	faking	stomach	pains	and	ultimately	receiving	(a	completely	normal)	ultrasound	to	convince	me	that	I	was	not,	in	fact,	pregnant,	that	I	would	not		
ii.	be	disowned	from	my	family.	I	turned	my	back	on	the	Christian	God	at	that	point;	something	that	still	haunts	my	parents	today.			 What	haunts	me	more:	the	two	boys	on	the	45-minute	bus	ride	to	Manchester	Middle	School	who,	every	day,	raped	me	with	pencils,	rulers,	protractors.	Who	whispered	secrets	in	my	ears	about	how	my	boobs	were	different	sizes,	how	they	knew	I’d	grow	up	to	be	a	slut.	I	never	told	anyone	about	the	abuse.	But	another	girl	on	the	bus	did.	I	threw	such	a	fit	in	the	principal’s	office,	however,	that	I	convinced	the	administrators	that	more	harm	than	good	would	come	to	me	if	they	told	my	parents.	My	parents	would	blame	me,	I	said.	Years	later,	in	rehab,	when	I	admitted	all	of	this	to	my	mom	and	dad,	I	was	proved	right.	They	did	blame	me.	They	still	do.	And	sometimes,	I	still	blame	myself,	evident	in	the	following	lines	from	
Point	of	View:		
	 	 …	if	I	were			 	 a	man,	could	I	finally	forget	what	it	feels		 	 like	to	spend	the	first	of	every	season		 	 pretending	to	be	unafraid	…			 I	have	always	been	a	writer.	Poetry	has	always	been	my	genre	of	choice,	but	in	college	I	was	terrified	of	not	being	able	to	make	money,	of	still	being	subjected	to	my	parents’	rules.	So	I	majored	in	journalism,	found	out	I	was	great	at	it,	and	landed	a	job	as	a	crime	and	investigative	reporter	in	Alabama	just	after	graduation.	It	was	more	than	I	bargained	for,	as	revealed	in	the	first	prose	poem	of	the	collection	–	prose	replete	with	multiplicity,	repetition,	surrealist	elements	to	highlight	the	need	to	reflect	on	the	disempowerment	of	women,	through	the	sagacity	of	the	girl	voice:	“By	day,	the	girls	pinned	down	heavy	things	in	small-town	papers—arson,	the		
iii.	thirtieth	homicide/how	a	woman	cooked	her	baby	in	an	oven.”	Situated	halfway	between	Birmingham,	Alabama	and	Atlanta,	Georgia,	Anniston	is	a	town	of	just	22,000	people.	But	in	my	first	year	on	the	crime	beat,	I	covered	22	homicides,	countless	domestic	abuse	cases,	corruption	within	the	police	department,	and	a	tornado	that	left	12	people	in	my	little	county	dead.	(The	night	of	the	storm,	I	drove	out	into	the	dark,	tree-strewn	streets.	When	I	stepped	out	of	my	car,	my	heel	went	through	the	forehead	of	a	dead	woman	I	had	inadvertently	parked	next	to).	I	was	raped	that	night	for	the	first	time	by	the	sports	editor	of	the	paper.			 I	became	fixated	on	watching	women	–	women	stricken	by	grief,	women	about	to	go	to	prison,	mostly	black	women	from	a	neighborhood	so	unlike	the	one	where	I	grew	up.	I	stopped	asking	questions	for	a	while	after	the	mother	of	a	murdered	eight-year-old	choke-held	me	against	the	side	of	the	public	housing	complex	where	she	lived.	“You	don’t	know	anything	about	us.	Get	out.”	She	was	right	–	my	pedantic,	pitying	questions,	my	assumption	that	just	because	I	“voted	for	Obama,”	as	noted	in	the	mid-collection	poem	God,	I	somehow	knew	what	it	was	like	to	be	black,	poor,	and	segregated	in	this	small,	impossible	town.	As	if	my	own	history	of	trauma	erased	the	difference	between	this	woman	and	me.	I	was	wrong.	I	returned	to	silence,	but	this	time	as	a	way	to	acknowledge	rather	than	escape.	I	listened:	“But,	God,	I	am	tired.		This	weekend,	after	I	felt	the	last	mother	turn	into	a/	fish	on	the	phone	when	I	asked:	How	did	you	hear	he	was	murdered?	”		 I	also	imagined	myself	as	my	girl	self	–	the	one	who	rarely	spoke	to	anyone	but	weeping	willow	trees,	listening	to	these	women	begin	to	open	up	to	me,	begin	to		
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 iv.	tell	me	their	stories,	trust	me	with	their	own	traumas.	This	new	kind	of	listening	is	perhaps	most	apparent	in	the	poem	Back	to	Basics,	where	the	act	of	keeping	quiet	and	tuning	my	ears	to	the	moment	runs	through	each	verse:			 	 I	hungered	to	find	a	glass	jar	catch	them		 	 poke	holes	through	to	my	childhood		 	 a	place	I	didn’t	know	I	knew		 	 until	it	was	gone.	The	seconds		 	 before	the	sun	pop	of	a	bulb		 	 over	a	barn	the	mothy	earth		 	 throbbing	against	its	walls		 	 buzzing	with	the	promise		 	 of	lighting	up	just	like	magic		 	 just	like	a	midsummer	night’s	dream.		As	a	result,	I	began	to	understand	my	own	privileges,	that	my	history	of	trauma	does	not,	in	fact,	erase	those	privileges.	I	begin	to	consider	my	whiteness	as	something	that	needed	to	racialized	and	accounted	for.		Then	–	and	only	then	–	could	I	claim	connections	with	these	women	whose	lives	stayed	with	me	in	dreams,	during	dinner,	later	when	I	was	kneeling	over	the	toilet	to	throw	up	my	food,	and	at	the	end	of	my	reporting	career	when	I	entered	the	psych	ward	after	a	suicide	attempt	and	my	body’s	slow	decay,	the	bulimia	eating	me	when	I	myself	refused	to:			 	 the	prairie	is	not	a	girl			 	 with	scars	on	her	wrist			 	 the	city	is	not	the	skin	she			 	 tried	to	slash	in	the	tub			 	 and	I've	got	to	stop	assuming		 	 my	split	ends	and	bad	posture				 	 mean	I'm	going	crazy	and	lonely			 	 or	going	crazy	with	loneliness			 	 although	that's	technically	the	truth.	





































































GIRL	SPRING			It’s	easy	to	say	been	down	this	road	before,	walked	beneath	willows	knowing	the	way	winged	gods	can	take	from	you			lips	legs	life	as	trees	in	flight,	in	love.		 	 	 What	did	I	lose?	Not	conviction	or	pretty	baubles	or	vines.			Never	sanity	ever	the	loops	of	it	drowse	in	some	seedy	April	pond.		 	 	 	 	 You	left	poppies	in	my	ears	–	catkins	rawing	my	throat.	I	have	lost	this:		How	to	speak	without	bark.	A	nd	when	I	run	fingers	across	some	man’s	forearm,	this:				 	 	 that	green	wind	rifling	between	thighs	slaking	what	thirst.	It’s	easy	to	see	this	old	road,	the	way	without	branches	in	wind.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	40	
MORNING		I	find	your		eyes	first	so	we	can	say	it	all.		 																																					 	
41		GIRL	IN	LINCOLN	
Air	never	seemed	quite	right	the	whole	time	—	that	was	the	beauty	of	it.	Drove	to	the	top	of	a	Haymarket	parking	deck,	looked	out	across	the	concrete,	squinted	a	little	to	catch	the	last	of	the	sun	on	iron	in	the	distance,	a	railway	bridge	to	the	romantic	nailed	down	somewhere	inside	of	me.	
Spent	years	on	those	tracks,	afraid	to	move,	afraid	to	feel	a	certain	slant	of	light	on	my	wrist.	Got	a	scar	there	now	but	that’s	the	way	of	it	—	living	never	seemed	quite	right	until	I	pushed	myself	to	the	edge	of	one	city	and	woke	up	in	the	middle	of	another,	marveling	at	the	weight	of	the	view,	a	midwest	sunset	muted	by	clouds,	the	way	not-quite-right	somehow	felt	just	like	home.		 	
	
	
	
			
42	
SANCTUARY		Not	a	moment	or	twenty	of	them,	not	a	single	room	or	one	of	the	heavy	old	buildings	sloping	against	the	sky	and	gulls.			I	could	measure	out	the	feeling,		in	the	minutes	before	my	first	cup		but	precision	can	cut	stillness.		I	can’t	lose	it,			and	the	rest	still	sleep.			Coffee	and	chimera	waft	up	the	stairs	and	loop	like	lights		around	my	rafters.			My	little	room,	and	the	largeness	of	small	moments.		Hearts	always	break	for	the	big	ones,		how	they’re	always	found	wanting.		Graduation	at	the	Cistern,	a	dance		on	a	boat	in	the	bay,	grand	kisses		behind	the	flower-boxes,	but	my	lips	are	always	dry.			I	want	nothing	but	small	sips	I’ll	pantomime	all	day.			Not	difficult	to	know	which	I	prefer:	the	beauty	of	morning	and	mug,	routine	over	residue.			Never	just	a	moment,	or	a	place.	Only	a	small,	reaching	calm	that	could	be	joy.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 		 		
				
